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内 容 摘 要 
 
 
通过对跨文化适应的动态分析，本研究系统的探讨了跨国企业英裔外派经理在
华的适应与发展。以体验学习理论为基础，本研究从外派学习的视角探讨外派
经理的学习风格对跨文化适应的影响，以及外派期间学习风格的转变对管理隐
性知识的获取、适应弹性和跨文化适应的影响。本研究的研究对象针对西方跨
国企业外派到中国的外派经理。研究表明外派经理的学习风格与东道国文化越
匹配时，他们所获取的管理隐性知识和适应弹性程度越高，进而有助于跨文化
适应。此外，本研究深入的探讨了外派经理与同企业的东道国经理之间的关系
对外派经理跨文化适应的影响。研究表明外派经理和东道国经理在学习风格上
存在明显的差异，但随着外派时间的增加，外派经理与东道国经理在行动--内省
的学习维度上越来越趋于一致。研究还表明外派经理与东道国经理之间的管理
隐性知识差距负面的影响外派经理对本土隐形知识的获取，从而不利于他们的
跨文化适应。 
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Abstract 
 
 
This study investigates western expatriate managers learning, knowledge 
acquisition, and adjustment to the host culture when working within western 
multi-national companies operating in China. A structural equation model based on 
data from 121 expatriate managers reveal that western managers adjust more 
effectively when their learning styles are congruent with the demands of the host 
culture. Their levels of accumulated managerial tacit knowledge and adaptive 
flexibility were also associated with their learning styles which in turn led to more 
effective adjustment to the host culture. In addition, this research examined how 
relationships with host managers affect western expatriate managers’ learning and 
knowledge acquisition in the context of cross-cultural adjustment within 
multi-national corporations in China. Analyses of multisource data collected from 
244 host Chinese managers indicated that, as expected, western expatriate managers 
and host Chinese managers become more congruent in the active-reflective learning 
dimension as the former adapt to their international work assignment. However, 
contrary to expectations, they become more incongruent in the abstract-concrete 
learning dimension as expatriates adjust to their international work assignment. The 
results also demonstrated that western expatriate managers had higher levels of 
managerial tacit knowledge than their Chinese co-workers but the knowledge 
distance between them negatively influenced further knowledge acquisition by 
expatriates. This, in turn, affected expatriates’ international work adjustment. The 
implications  of  these findings, the  strengths  and  limitations  of  the  
research,  and  directions  for  future  research  are  discussed. 
 
 
Keywords: Expatriate learning; Knowledge acquisition; Cross-cultural adjustment; 
Learning style; Adaptive flexibility 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 
1.1 Research background 
Growing influx of foreign investment in emerging markets drives increasing demand 
for global managers with the capabilities required to manage in culturally, 
economically and institutionally diverse locations (Li & Scullion, 2010). 
Multinational corporations (MNCs) have known for some time that it is imperative to 
attract, develop, and retain managers who can live and work effectively outside of 
their own national borders for periods that often span several years (Caligiuri, 2000). 
However, recruiting candidates remains a significant challenge because few 
employees willingly accept international mobility (Mol, Born, Willemsen, Henk & 
Derous, 2009) and many that do, return early for various reasons including difficulties 
in adapting to host cultures (Stroh, Black, Mendenhall & Gregersen, 2005). These 
problems are exacerbated by an increasing need for expatriate managers. For example, 
recent studies have revealed that there are more than 65,000 MNCs with over 850,000 
foreign subsidiaries operating globally (Colakoglu & Caligiuri, 2008) and numbers 
are expected to continue to grow steadily (UNCTAD, 2012). Clearly this shift to a 
global outlook for many MNCs is contingent on having an adequate number of global 
managers to staff the anticipated growth. There is also an increasing need to use 
expatriate managers relocated overseas in leadership positions in order to impact 
future success of MNCs (Harvey & Moeller, 2009).  
 
The utility of expatriate managers in emerging markets is inevitable because of the 
strategic roles these managers play and the severe shortage of local talent within these 
economies (Lenartowicz & Johnson, 2007). The impact of successful international 
assignments is also known to be beneficial for both organisational success and 
individual career progression (Dickmann & Doherty, 2008). For example, 
organizations led by CEOs with international experience perform better financially 
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(Carpenter Sanders, & Gregersen, 2001) and the managers themselves attest living 
and working abroad to be the most powerful experience in developing their career 
capital (Dickmann & Doherty, 2008). However, managing international assignments 
is both challenging and complex for organisations (Shaffer, Harrison, Gregersen, 
Black, & Ferzandi, 2006) and despite several decades of research, there is still 
widespread evidence that expatriate managers in MNCs perform poorly overseas and 
their inability to function effectively can be detrimental to a MNCs global business 
(Johnson, Lenartowicz & Apud, 2006; Harvey & Moeller, 2009). The causes of 
failure are numerous and complex (Cole, 2011) but a key factor identified in the 
literature is a lack of cultural knowledge on the part of international managers 
(Lenartowicz, Johnson & Konopaske, 2014).  This can be costly for an MNC in 
terms of both direct costs (Vogel & van Vuuren, 2008), and the indirect costs of 
reduced productivity, damaged relationships and lost opportunities that can be more 
costly in the long term (Dowling, Festing & Engle, 2013). A high risk of repatriate 
turnover has also been reported (Furuya, Stevens, Bird, Oddou & Mendenhall, 2009) 
which suggests that MNCs may not always be able to capitalise on benefits of 
international assignments once the assignee repatriates. The factors that determine 
whether employees with international assignment experience choose to remain with 
their organisations are unclear. Understanding this phenomenon is becoming a 
priority for MNCs (Reiche, Kraimer, & Harzing, 2011) because a key motive is not 
only to accomplish a specific task during the assignment, but also to contribute to the 
long-term development of both individual talent and the larger organisation (Takeuchi, 
Tesluk, Yun, & Lepak, 2005).  
 
For these reasons, international HR practitioners and management researchers alike 
are interested in evaluating international assignments and understanding how to best 
predict individuals who can live and work successfully in cross national settings 
(Caligiuri, 2000) and subsequently be retained by the organisation. Previous research 
indicates considerable variation in criteria used to evaluate the success of expatriate 
assignments. Three common criteria are: cross cultural adjustment; performance on 
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the global assignment; and completion of the assignment (Caligiuri, 2000). Cross 
cultural adjustment has been argued to be the antecedent of both performance and 
completion of the assignment (Furuya et al., 2009). Given that these are both 
important for MNCs, a better understanding of the factors which impact cross cultural 
adjustment is necessary. Organizational interventions for enhancing cross cultural 
adjustment range from didactic training programs to intensive cultural experiences 
gained from international assignments (Caligiuri, 2006). The latter are aimed at 
cultivating individuals to think more globally by exposing them to the challenges of 
living and working in a foreign environment (Leung, Maddux, Galinsky, & Chiu, 
2008) and the topic has an established pedigree in the international human resource 
management research literature (Lazarova, 2006).  
 
Cultural knowledge in emerging markets has been argued to have a special nature in 
that it is highly tacit (Lenartowicz et. al., 2014) and fast-changing and its acquisition 
will depend on intensive socialized activities and experiences in the host culture (Li & 
Scullion, 2010). Expatriation success will hinge on how well expatriate managers 
learn from their experiences (Ng, Dyne, & Ang, 2009) and the knowledge acquired is 
deemed to be an underestimated strategic outcome in the study of expatriate 
adjustment (Hocking, Brown, & Harzing, 2004). However, few studies have 
researched management learning and knowledge acquisition in the context of 
cross-cultural adjustment (Yamazaki, 2005). This is despite assertions that: different 
learning strategies may be required for effective adaptation in various host cultures 
(Yamazaki & Kayes, 2007); tacit knowledge is known to be one factor that 
distinguishes successful managers from others (Armstrong & Mahmud, 2008); culture 
is believed to shape peoples’ preferred modes of learning (Yamazaki, 2010) and is 
argued to be one of the most powerful socialisation agents that impact on individuals 
styles of learning (De Vita, 2001; Lenartowicz et al., 2014). Given the dearth of 
globally successful professionals, it is important for organizations to more fully 
understand how managers learn and develop as a function of their international 
experiences. This study seeks to examine in detail how expatriate adjustment to a host 
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culture and the acquisition of managerial tacit knowledge are influenced by different 
approaches to learning. It does this through the lens of experiential learning theory. 
 
1.2 Research significance  
This study applies experiential learning theory (ELT) (Kolb, 1984) to expatriate 
learning to understand how expatriate managers learn from their international 
assignment experiences to become qualified global managers. Questions of this study 
draw on three disciplinary areas: Experiential learning; knowledge acquisition and 
knowledge management; and international assignment and cross-cultural adjustment 
research. In this respect, the present study seeks to contribute to these three bodies of 
literature.  
 
a) Significance for experiential learning theory (ELT) 
First, in line with an inquiry about the relationship between learning styles and 
cultures, this study will help to understand how are environmental changes and 
cultural transitions relate to the change of learning styles. It will also help us 
understand the relationship between learning styles transition and adaptive flexibility. 
Second, this research will contribute to our understanding of how environmental 
change relates to the development of adaptive flexibility. Third, this study will 
contribute to further understanding of the relationship between adaptive flexibility and 
self-development. 
 
b) Significance for expatriate and international assignment research  
First, in line with an inquiry about the relationship between expatriate learning and 
expatriate adaptation, this study will help further our understanding of how expatriate 
learning leads to successful expatriate adaptation and what kinds of learning strategies 
expatriates tend to adopt for expatriate adaptation in intercultural business contexts. 
Second, this study will contribute to our understanding of expatriates’ learning 
outcomes from international assignments. Moreover, based on the expatriate learning 
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
12 
 
outcomes, it will further add useful suggestions for expatriate training prior to 
international assignments. Third, by comparing Western expatriates with different 
lengths of assignment tenure, this study will help us to understand how expatriates 
learn and develop over time during their international assignments. It will also help us 
to understand temporal aspects associated with how long expatriates take to achieve 
successful adaptation and performance during their international assignments. 
 
c) Significance for cross-cultural research 
By comparing Western expatriates with host Chinese managers, this study will help 
us understand what the differences are between Western and Chinese managers in 
terms of learning styles. 
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Chapter 2 Research conceptual framework 
 
2.1 Expatriate adjustment  
2.1.1 International assignments 
International work experience is one of the major requirements for promotion to 
higher-level managerial positions (Carpenter et al., 2001; Daily et al., 2000). 
International assignments are a powerful mechanism through which managers acquire 
new business skill sets, international perspectives, and basic cross-cultural 
assumptions (Riusala & Suutari, 2004; Shin et al., 2007; Furuya et al., 2009). The 
topic of international assignments (IAs) has an established pedigree in the 
international management literature and has in particular dominated the research 
agenda of international human resource management (IHRM) for over three decades 
(Collings & Scullion, 2007; Lazarova, 2006; Stahl & Bjorkman, 2006). It has been 
argued that entrepreneurs have recognised the importance of physically relocating 
managers to foreign locations where business operations are based since 
approximately 1900 B.C (Collings et al., 2007). Owners of international organisations 
realised the benefits of utilising people known to them and socialised into the 
organisation in minimising the agency problems (Jensen & Meckling, 1976) 
associated with managing spatially diverse organisations from an early stage. This is 
because these individuals had built a level of trust with their superiors and thus were 
considered to be more likely to act in the best interests of the organisation, relative to 
local managers from the host country who were largely an unknown quantity. Thus, 
international assignments were used as a means of addressing agency issues as a 
result of the separation of ownership and management and their amplification through 
distance. 
 
The most widely recognized and long-standing typology of international assignments 
is that of Edstrom and Galbraith (1977). Edstrom and Galbraith (1977) proposed a 
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distinctive three-fold subdivision of international assignments based on assignment 
purposes: fill positions, develop organization, and develop managers. Firstly, fill 
positions refers to when suitably qualified host country nationals were not available. 
Secondly, as a means of organisational development, aim at increasing knowledge 
transfer within the MNC and modifying and sustaining organizational structure and 
decision processes. Thirdly, as a means of management development, aim at 
developing the competence of the individual manager. Although it is important to 
note that assignments generally have more than one rationale (Sparrow et al., 2004), 
Edstrom and Galbraith’s (1977) typology provides a useful point of departure for the 
consideration of why MNCs use international assignments and expatriates. Hocking et 
al. (2004) argue that Edstrom and Galbraith (1977)’ classification of international 
assignments lack a strong conceptual framework to explain the underlying strategic 
significance of the categories and their relationships. They reclassify the principal 
strategic purpose of international assignments and present the underlying relationships. 
According to Hocking et al. (2004; 2007), international assignments’ principal 
purposes comprise three categories: business applications, organization applications, 
and expatriate learning. In particular, expatriate learning refers to either business- or 
organization-related knowledge acquisition by the expatriate, which equivalent to the 
two knowledge application categories: business applications and organization 
applications. 
 
Alongside the conventional international assignment (usually more than one year and 
involving the relocation of the expatriate), there is the emergence of a portfolio of 
alternatives to the traditional international assignment, referred to as a non-standard 
international assignment including: short-term assignments (SIAs); commuter 
assignments; international business travel; and virtual assignments (Brookfield Global 
Relocation Trends, 2005; Tahvanainen, 2005; Collings et al., 2007). Research 
suggests there is little evidence of a significant decline in the use of long-term 
(traditional) international assignments but does identify the growing use of alternative 
forms of international assignments (Dowling & Welch, 2004; Fenwick, 2004; 
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Tahvanainen, 2005; Collings et al., 2007). A recent survey by Brookfield Global 
Relocation Trends (2005) reported that 62% of respondents suggested that their 
organizations were seeking alternatives to long-term assignments. This suggests that 
what is happening is the emergence of a portfolio of international assignments within 
the MNC (Roberts et al., 1998). 
 
The most popular form of non-standard assignments appears to be the short-term 
international assignment (SIA). Compared to traditional assignments, SIA has three 
key advantages: flexibility; simplicity; and cost effectiveness (Tahvanainen, 2005). 
Long-term IAs had uncertain benefits and potential drawbacks. Many expatriates felt 
that they had to work harder to preserve the home network and their social capital 
suffered through the traditional IAs (Dickmann & Harris, 2005). Short-term 
international assignment seems to be a better choice (Tahvanainen, 2005; 
Tharenou&Harvey, 2008). Managers can be assigned to some challenging tasks in a 
foreign country. They are not away from the headquarters for a long period of time 
and can be assigned to several different countries before they are appointed to some 
important managerial position. Such an approach optimizes the economic efficiency 
of human resources – providing required skills and developing international 
capabilities simultaneously (Tahvanainen, 2005; Tharenou & Harvey, 2008). 
However, Yamazaki and Kayes (2007) claim that if MNCs expect their expatriates to 
perform successfully within their assignment periods, they may need to provide the 
expatriates with at least a three-year tenure. Therefore, this study adopts a pseudo 
longitudinal research method that examines expatriates with different lengths of 
assignment tenure to investigate whether short-term international assignments are as 
effective for expatriate adjustment and learning as traditional long-term international 
assignments.  
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2.1.2 Expatriates and international assignments  
An expatriate is the person that MNCs assign to an international assignment. 
Expatriates usually are home country nationals or third country nationals. Edstrom 
and Galbraith (1977) define expatriates as individuals who, irrespective of their 
national origin, are transferred outside their native country to another country 
specifically for employment purposes. Expatriates are usually classified into three 
broad categories based on their national origin relative to that of the parent company 
(Shaffer et al., 1999). Parent country nationals (PCNs) are expatriates who are from 
the home country of the MNC; third country nationals are non-PCN immigrants in 
the host country (e.g., those transferred between foreign subsidiaries); inpatriates are 
employees from foreign subsidiaries who are assigned to work in the parent country. 
There are several reasons why MNCs select various types of expatriates (Harvey, 
1996). For example, parent country nationals facilitate communication between 
corporate and foreign offices, while third country nationals tend to be more sensitive 
to cultural and political issues. 
 
Harzing (2001) identified three specific control roles of expatriates, namely: the bear, 
the bumble-bee, and the spider. Bears act as a means of replacing the centralisation of 
decision-making in MNC and provide a direct means of surveillance over subsidiary 
operations. The title highlights the degree of dominance these assignees have over 
subsidiary operations. Bumble bees fly ‘from plant to plant’ and create 
cross-pollination between the various ‘offshoots’ (Harzing, 2001:369). These 
expatriates can be used to control subsidiaries through socialisation of host employees 
and the development of informal communication networks. Finally spiders, as the 
name suggests control through the weaving of informal communication networks 
within the MNC. Significantly, Harzing (2001) argues that although expatriates 
generally appear to perform their role as bears regardless of the situation, the study 
suggests that their roles as spiders and bumble bees tend to be more contexts specific. 
Specifically, the bumble bee and spider roles appeared to be more significant in 
longer established subsidiaries (longer than 50 years) while the bumble bee role 
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